An international investigation into student concerns regarding transition into higher education. by Zarb, Mark et al.
  
 
AUTHOR(S): 
 
 
TITLE:  
 
 
YEAR:  
 
Publisher citation: 
 
 
 
OpenAIR citation: 
 
 
 
Publisher copyright statement: 
 
 
 
 
 
OpenAIR takedown statement: 
 
 This publication is made 
freely available under 
________ open access. 
 
 
 
 
 
This is the ___________________ version of proceedings originally published by _____________________________ 
and presented at ________________________________________________________________________________ 
(ISBN __________________; eISBN __________________; ISSN __________). 
This publication is distributed under a CC ____________ license. 
____________________________________________________ 
 
Section 6 of the “Repository policy for OpenAIR @ RGU” (available from http://www.rgu.ac.uk/staff-and-current-
students/library/library-policies/repository-policies) provides guidance on the criteria under which RGU will 
consider withdrawing material from OpenAIR. If you believe that this item is subject to any of these criteria, or for 
any other reason should not be held on OpenAIR, then please contact openair-help@rgu.ac.uk with the details of 
the item and the nature of your complaint. 
 
An International Investigation into Student Concerns regarding
Transition into Higher Education
Mark Zarb∗
Robert Gordon University
Aberdeen, UK
m.zarb@rgu.ac.uk
Joseph A. Abandoh-Sam
Valley View University
Oyibi, Ghana
abandoh@vvu.edu.gh
Bedour Alshaigy
Oxford-Brookes University
Oxford, UK
12012361@brookes.ac.uk
Dennis Bouvier
Southern Illinois University
Edwardsville
Edwardsville, IL, USA
djb@acm.org
Richard Glassey
KTH Royal Institute of Technology
Stockholm, Sweden
glassey@kth.se
Janet Hughes
The Open University
Edinburgh, UK
janet.hughes@open.ac.uk
Charles Riedesel
University of Nebraska
Lincoln, NE, USA
chuckr@unl.edu
ABSTRACT
The experience of transitioning into and starting higher education
is a very individual one, with some applicants viewing the prospect
of higher education as an unknown entity; for those who are first
in their family or community to consider higher education, this can
seem an "alien environment". These are just some of the issues that
lead to applicants experiencing levels of concern when considering
a transition into higher education. This international working group
proposes to consider concerns across a wide range of participants:
namely students who are in the process of transitioning into a
higher education environment, and students who have recently
completed this transition.
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1 INTRODUCTION
This working group is structured around two years of data collec-
tion regarding the concerns of Computing secondary school pupils
when considering their upcoming transition into the first year of
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higher education. Over the two-year period, it can be seen that
pupils continue to demonstrate concerns regarding topics related
to money, jobs and course achievement as opposed to those related
to environment or social issues. Following this period of data col-
lection across Scotland, with over 700 prospective applicants being
surveyed, it is clear that students continue to demonstrate concerns
regarding topics related to money, jobs and course achievement.
The consistency between the reported areas of concern over the
years is striking, suggesting that an understanding of these issues
might help higher education institutions to better support their
incoming students. It is posited that this process may have an even-
tual impact on retention rates - for example in the UK, it is reported
that Computer Science suffers from low continuation rates, with
9.8% of CS1 students failing to progress [1].
The research team will conduct a follow up to the original study
with the aim of exploring reported concerns, if any, from a di-
verse, international student body. Each working group member will
administer a pre-prepared survey to participants who are either
prospective applicants to a CS program, or current CS1 students.
Analysis of the gathered data at ITiCSE will help formulate an
understanding about which concerns are most pressing when stu-
dents are transitioning into CS1, and to better understand whether
there is a growing trend of concerns that is common across a num-
ber of institutions or countries. The goal of the working group is
therefore to bring together international educators:
• To give context to their collected survey data
• To explore these concerns in a wider group
• To identify recommendations to help tackle these concerns,
allowing us to improve and enhance the student experience.
2 PRE-EXISTINGWORK
2.1 Institutional Context
Initial work in this area was carried out by researchers at the Robert
Gordon University (RGU), which is a public research university
based in the North East of Scotland, with over 17000 students. It
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is one of the most northern universities in the UK, and attracts a
number of students from rural communities. Within the School of
Computing Science and Digital Media, students study a number
of modules per semester, with two semesters spread across one
academic year.
Within Scottish higher education, home students (at the time
of writing, a classification consisting of students from Scotland as
well as the European Union) are typically eligible to have their
tuition subsidised by the Students Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS),
effectively allowing a fee-free degree. Students who wish to study
at undergraduate level are typically required to complete a set of
national exams to meet a university’s entry requirements - these
can vary by department and by institution. These exams are taken
by most students at age 16-17, with entry to university typically
occurring at age 17-18.
2.2 Background to the Working Group
Pre-existing work has been centered around surveying applicants
to higher education from the North-East of Scotland. An initial
data collection lasting two years has shown that pupils continue to
demonstrate concerns regarding topics related to money, jobs and
course achievement over other, more traditional concerns, such as
academic environment or social issues. The consistency between
relative areas of concern over the two years is striking, further
suggesting that better understanding of these issues might help
schools and universities to better support this group of students.
This working group objectives were to first update the survey
used so it works in an international context. Following this, the
survey could be used this to gather data from a number of countries.
Two participant groups have been identified for this work: 1) appli-
cants to higher education; 2) current students in higher education,
asking them to reflect on their transition experience.
2.2.1 Method. Researchers in this working group will reach out
to participants via existing contacts and mailing lists. All invited
participants (or where necessary, a suitable proxy such as a teacher)
will be sent a link to a Google Form containing the survey and asked
to distribute this among their class during a supervised session.
In past runs of this study, the online sessions were well received
as they required less buy-in time for teachers.
2.2.2 Survey. The survey delivered is a slightly amended version
of the standard survey used in the previous studies [2, 3], consisting
of Likert-scale questions grouped into the following larger topic
areas:
• Academic Staff;
• Academic Work and Workload;
• Accessibility;
• Homesickness;
• Housing;
• Job-related Concerns;
• Money;
• Social Concerns; and
• Study Experience.
Furthermore, there are five optional free-text areas asking stu-
dents to elaborate on a number of items. These are used to give
context to the Likert-scale answers, and also to generate quick vi-
sualisations (e.g. word clouds) that teachers could use to open up
conversations with their pupils:
• I am looking forward to-;
• I will miss-;
• I hope I will find-;
• I worry about-;
• I expect-.
Amendments to the survey were necessary to ensure that it reads
clearly for an international audience. This meant adapting some
of the language so it worked outside of the original UK context.
These changes were determined by the working group (e.g. using
the words ’lecturer’ and ’professor’ interchangeably), as well as
adding more detail to the questions (e.g. adding more context to
the various ways a student might choose to finance their study).
3 FUTUREWORK
Initially, it is expected that researchers in this group will be able to
target participants from the USA, the UK, Ghana, Sweden and Saudi
Arabia, leading to a more international understanding of concerns
that students have when entering higher education.
This will allow further analysis to show whether the previously-
collected reported data was indicative of trending concerns, and to
understand whether there is any correlation between the responses
of applicants looking to transition into higher education and the
reflective responses of current students who have already completed
this transition.
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
The authors would like to thank all the applicants and students who
have devoted their time to completing our study and enhancing
our understanding of student concerns.
REFERENCES
[1] HESA. 2016. UK Performance Indicators; Non-Continuation Rates.
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/performance-indicators/non-
continuation/. (2016). Accessed 15 June 2017.
[2] Angela A. Siegel and Mark Zarb. 2016. Student Concerns Regarding Transition
into Higher Education CS. In Proceedings of the 2016 ACM Conference on Innovation
and Technology in Computer Science Education (ITiCSE ’16). ACM, New York, NY,
USA, 23–28. https://doi.org/10.1145/2899415.2909581
[3] Mark Zarb and Angela A. Siegel. 2018 (in press). An Analysis of Pupil Concerns
regarding Transition into Higher Education. InHigher Education for All: From Chal-
lenges to Novel Technology-enhanced Solutions, Alexandra Cristea, Ig Bittencourt,
and Fernanda Lima (Eds.). Springer.
